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The clash between biodiversity goals and building development is 
growing but a welcome major joint effort to protect a rare snail from a 
new road appears to have faltered. Nigel Williams reports. 
Road to oblivionWhile legislation is growing 
worldwide to protect vulnerable 
species from human development, 
in effect many conservationists 
are increasingly frustrated by the 
conflicts that often see wildlife 
and the environment losing out. 
Frustration over plans for a new 
road in southern England 10 years 
ago across both chalk downland 
and wetland, some of the richest 
and most threatened habitats in 
Britain, led to an unprecedented 
protest campaign. Demonstrators 
occupied trees and tunnels at the 
site but eventually the road went 
ahead, though with at least one 
small concession: an internationally 
scarce snail that occupied the 
threatened chalk wetland habitat 
would be relocated to a new site 
nearby created for them.But 10 years on, the invertebrate 
conservation charity, Buglife, says 
that none of the rare Desmoulin’s 
whorl snails (Vertigo moulinsiana) 
was present at the new site. It 
blames the fate of the snails at 
their new location away from the 
50 km Newbury bypass on it not 
being properly maintained. But 
the government’s environmental 
agency, English Nature, said the 
snails’ decline was not a result 
of the habitat’s condition. It said 
such snails could experience 
large swings in population size 
and argued that the animals’ true 
status was not easy to judge at 
this stage.
“What happened was that the 
pipes that fed the water the snails 
needed on the translocation 
site became silted up; hence, the fen dried out and this is 
when the snails got into trouble 
and became extinct,” said Matt 
Shardlow from Buglife. “The site 
could sustain the snails but it is 
a high-maintenance location. It 
is high maintenance because it 
is artificially created and unless 
you keep it going then troubles 
begin.”
English Nature conservation 
officer Russ Money said there 
had been problems with the site, 
but this was a result of vandalism 
and low water levels. “It is a quite 
dangerous inference to suggest 
the decline of the snails we have 
seen at the translocation site is 
the result of maintenance issues 
we have had there,” he said. “We 
have also seen massive declines 
in populations in quite a number 
of our protected sites which have 
no relationship with the bypass.” 
He added that there were healthy 
populations of the invertebrate Translocation: Road building is environmentally disruptive but a collaborative effort to shift rare snails from the site of a new road 
into a new habitat in southern England seems not to have worked. (Photo: Vieira Rui Vieira/PA/EMPICS.)
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There is a push around the world 
to install renewable sources 
of energy in the face of global 
warming. Wind turbines have been 
particularly popular as a means of 
generating environmentally friendly, 
sustainable energy. But in the rush 
to build them in areas where they 
are best able to catch available 
wind, it is now increasingly clear 
that they may be causing damage 
to species occupying these areas.
The first worries concerned 
birds, which are clearly vulnerable 
to the turbine blades if present 
in their flight paths, particularly 
at night. In Norway, where wind 
turbines have been constructed on 
Smola, a set of islands around 10 
km off the north-west Norwegian 
coast, wind conditions are ideal 
and the turbines are well away from 
human habitation. But the area 
has one of the highest breeding 
densities of seabirds in the world 
and late last year the discovery 
of the bodies of four white-tailed 
sea eagles, Europe’s largest eagle 
species which lives in the area, 
was attributed to collision with the 
turbines. And for the remaining 
birds, the turbines appear to be a 
turn-off. The birds are known to 
be deterred from nesting near new 
roads and buildings in Norway but 
appear keen to remain faithful to 
previous nesting sites. But Arne 
Follestad, a researcher at the 
Norwegian Institute for Nature 
Research, said: “Breeding results 
on Smola have been strikingly poor 
compared with 30 years before the 
wind farm was built, both on the 
site itself and in the remainder of 
the islands,” he said.
“We are not confident that 
white-tailed eagles will adapt to 
the turbines and return to the wind 
farm to breed. As older birds die, 
we do not know if new birds will 
occupy nest sites here.”
And while concern about the 
potential impact of new wind farms 
on some bird species is growing, 
research suggests the turbines may 
also be having an impact on bats. 
Reports of bat deaths linked with 
wind turbines have been recorded 
in many countries but researchers 
believe the structures may be 
revealing little-understood aspects 
of these animals’ behaviour. For 
it appears that migrating bats 
are particularly vulnerable to 
wind turbines and may not use 
their echolocation mechanisms 
during these flights. With so little 
known about these migrations, 
wind farm planners face growing 
concerns in the location of new 
sites. Conservationists are keen 
that surveys of potential sites are 
carried out during both spring and 
autumn so that seasonal migrations 
can be detected to lessen potential 
ecological impacts.
Nigel Williams reports on some 
of the emerging ecological 
problems with wind farms.
Turbine troubles
Blade effects: Some wind farms are damaging key bird and bat populations. (Photo: 
Cordelia Molloy/Science Photo Library.)in nearby locations outside the 
protected area.
Roger Key, a senior invertebrate 
ecologist for English Nature, 
called the snails a “boom and 
bust” species and said it was 
far too early to describe them 
as extinct. “What we have 
actually found is that an area’s 
population suddenly disappears 
then reappears in much greater 
numbers.” Key added that the 
snails were more plentiful than 
previously thought: “At the time 
of the inquiry into the Newbury 
bypass, everyone thought it was 
a rare species; but when we 
started looking, we found more 
and more. They are 1.5 mm long 
and live in deep swamp litter, 
so they are likely to have been 
under- reported,” he said.
The Newbury bypass has 
prompted a closer look at the 
distribution of this snail in Britain. 
Although it is widely distributed 
in Europe, north to Denmark and 
southern Sweden, it is regarded 
as rare at all of its sites. Within 
the EU, England and Ireland are 
considered key for the species. 
And surveys in Britain have found 
just a handful of key sites, one 
in Wales and the rest in southern 
and eastern England, including 
the wetlands around Newbury.
Last October, the Environment 
Agency carried out a series of 
nine surveys in the Newbury 
area as part of its obligations 
under the EU’s Habitat directive. 
The survey at the translocation 
site did not find any snails, but 
a spokesperson for the agency 
said it was not possible to blame 
this on the level of maintenance. 
“One of the factors could be the 
drought or it could have been 
something else; there could be a 
whole range of reasons for this,” 
the spokesperson said. It is hoped 
the new interest and surveys 
of this species will help future 
survival and protect habitats but 
problems remain.
Buglife’s Matt Shardlow said the 
Newbury bypass was an example 
of a bigger question that political 
leaders had to address. “At the 
moment, we are facing budget 
cuts,” he said. “Hence in the 
future we are not going to even 
know if these European protected 
species are in trouble.”
